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  About Tracks in Time


I’ve always been fascinated by the moments that look too small to matter—until, later, you realise they quietly changed the direction of a life. A few words said at the right time. A kindness that costs almost nothing. The decision to stay instead of walking on. In Tracks in Time, that idea becomes the belief that tiny choices can turn the heavy machinery of a day, a relationship, even a whole future. 
The first spark for this story came from thinking about how many “almosts” we collect without noticing. People we half-remember. Encounters we file away as nothing. Nights we can’t quite account for—like a date that should be memorable but somehow isn’t, leaving a blank space that nags at you more than a bad memory ever could. 
I wanted to write a novel about what happens when someone finally stops treating those gaps as proof they’re broken, and starts treating them as invitations: to be braver in ordinary ways, to repair what can be repaired, and to let the small good things stand without demanding they become perfect or permanent. 
This is a story about kindness without performance, about learning to be clear, to be useful, and to be ready—because being ready, I think, is often part of meeting the life you actually want. 
If Tracks in Time leaves you with anything, I hope it’s this: you don’t always need a grand reinvention. Sometimes you just need one decent decision, made on an ordinary day—and the courage to let it count.

"A quietly powerful novel about missed moments, deferred choices, and the courage it takes to truly choose your life."
"[Daniel is] a deeply humane character whom readers instinctively connect with, not because he is extraordinary, but because he is so relatably ordinary."
"Tracks in Time for anyone who has ever felt that their life was technically fine and still wanted more."
"Long after the final page, the book lingers with a profound question: What are you waiting for?" 






  
  Playlist


When I’m writing, there’s almost always music playing in the background. Certain songs seem to “belong” to particular scenes – a track will come on and suddenly I’m back at the crooked tree, on a Cornish headland, or in a quiet kitchen where everything is about to change. 
Putting together a playlist for each book is my way of sharing that part of the process with you. It’s a soundtrack to the story: one song for each chapter or key moment, chosen because it matches the mood, the era or the emotions the characters are going through.
You don’t have to listen while you read, of course. But if you’d like to step a little further into the world of the book – to feel what I was listening to when I wrote those scenes – the playlist is there as an extra layer of atmosphere, a way of keeping the story with you long after you’ve turned the last page.


Tracks in Time – Playlist

1999 – Prince

Parklife – Blur

Time After Time – Cyndi Lauper

These Boots Are Made For Walking – Nancy Sinatra

I'm Still Standing – Elton John

Lego House – Ed Sheeran

Brave – Sara Bareilles

With a Little Help From My Friends – The Beatles

Don't You (Forget About Me) – Simple Minds

Both Sides now – Joni Mitchell

Little Things – One Direction

Just Like Heaven – The Cure

Missing – Everything But the Girl

Friday I'm iIn Love – The Cure

Turn Back Time – Cher

Respect – Aretha Franklin

I Will Survive – Goria Gaynor

Signed, Sealed, Delivered (I'm Yours) – Stevie Wonder

Accidentally In Love – Counting Crows

Home – Phillip Phillips

Linger – The Cranberries

Lean On Me – Bill Withers

This Must Be The Place (Naive Melody) – Talking Heads

Thank You – Dido
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  Prologue - New Years Eve, 1999

[image: ]

Finsbury Park Station, New Year’s Eve 1999 
By half nine on New Year’s Eve, Finsbury Park already felt like the inside of someone else’s hangover.
He stepped off the escalator into it: warm lager breath, party hats at the wrong angle, glitter that was never going to come out of anyone’s coat. The tannoy crackled something about holiday services and delays, then gave up halfway through “We apologise for any—” like even it couldn’t be bothered.
He stopped under the big digital board. Northbound, ten past.
Twelve minutes.
Twelve whole minutes. Practically early.
“New year, new me,” he muttered. “Punctual and everything.”
No one cared. A group of lads in plastic “2000” glasses were trying to start a Mexican wave. A woman in a silver dress argued with a bloke in reindeer antlers about whether you could “count a minicab as public transport.” Someone had already let off a party popper; the crumpled shell lay in the middle of the concourse like tiny spent artillery.
He patted his coat: Travelcard, wallet, Nokia. The phone stayed stubbornly still. No new messages.
Of course not. His friends were already two stops up the line, probably three pints in and composing abuse about his timekeeping.
He headed down the stairs to the platform. The air was colder here, smelling of brake dust, deodorant and something fried drifting down from the café. The tiled walls made everything louder: laughter, the squeal of metal on metal, the echo of distant fireworks somewhere over the roofs.
He found a spot a safe distance back from the yellow line, near a metal bench that had seen better days. One leg didn’t quite reach the floor, so every time anyone sat or stood, it gave a hollow clank of protest.
Ten to.
Look at that, he thought, a small, secret swell of pride. I’ve actually beaten a train.
On the opposite platform, people stamped their feet and huffed into scarves. A kid in a paper crown did circuits around his mum, nearly taking out three commuters and a bin. A busker in a wool hat was bravely attempting “Auld Lang Syne,” the tune wandering up and down the scale like it couldn’t decide on a key.
The tannoy cleared its throat. “The next service on platform three is the… twenty-two-oh-eight service… calling at Highbury and Islington, Canonbury…”
“Not my one,” he murmured.
He rocked on his heels and tried not to think too hard about the fact that he was walking into a brand new millennium with exactly the same social life as the old one.
You can’t meet anyone if you don’t actually talk to anyone, a familiar voice in his head pointed out. It’s not a romcom. They’re not going to fling themselves across the carriage at you because you look ‘approachable in knitwear.’
He huffed a laugh and pulled his scarf tighter. Approachable in knitwear would do. It beat “looks permanently confused by the ticket system.”
The twenty-two-oh-eight rattled in, sighed, and rattled back out again with a wash of cold air. His train would be next. Ten past. Northbound. Friends, pub, sticky carpet, overpriced lager. Countdown on a fuzzy TV bolted high in the corner. The future, apparently.
He checked his watch again.
Two minutes.
A pack of lads barrelled down onto the platform, all aftershave and shouting and that particular brand of laughter that was mostly volume. Paper crowns crushed on their heads, one of them using his tie as a scarf. They spread along the yellow line like excitable meerkats, jostling and ignoring every safety sign.
Careful, he thought automatically. Do not start the new millennium by falling under a train. There are easier ways to dodge resolutions.
The train lights appeared in the tunnel: a faint glow, then two clear points. A gust of air rushed ahead of it, tugging at coats and discarded newspapers.
“Stand clear of the edge of the platform,” the tannoy instructed, sounding more worried than usual.
He took half a step back from the yellow line. Habit. He’d always been the cautious type. Other people ran into things and figured it out later; he preferred to mentally fill out a risk assessment.
The lads didn’t move. One of them, the smallest, twisted round to shout something down the platform, elbow flaring out.
It happened fast and slow at once.
The elbow clipped an older man in a long tweed overcoat who’d been edging through the crush. The coat swung. The man’s feet went out from under him. His shopping bag flew, oranges scattering like marbles.
For a fraction of a second he was weightless, horizontal above the platform.
Then he hit the tiles with a crack that went through the watching man like cold water.
The crowd gasped as one. Someone swore. The train, already committed, roared closer.
His body moved before his brain caught up.
He dropped his rucksack and lunged, boots skidding slightly. He got his hands under the old man’s shoulders at the last second, stopping him rolling towards the edge.
“Whoa, whoa—got you,” he heard himself say, breathless. His heart was beating hard enough to make him feel slightly sick.
The edge of the tweed coat was a hand’s width from the drop.
One of the lads yelled something that sounded like “Sorry!” and dissolved backwards into the crowd, suddenly fascinated by the timetable.
“Is he alright?” someone shouted, safely out of range of doing anything.
The old man wheezed. His face, already lined, creased further as he tried to focus.
“Don’t… don’t move,” the younger man said, more to himself than anything. A memory surfaced from a first-aid course he’d mostly attended for the biscuits. Check danger. Check response. Airway, breathing, circulation.
Right.
Danger: train. Response: groaning. Breathing: yes, but unimpressed.
He eased one hand away long enough to yank his folded jacket out of his rucksack and slide it under the man’s head. The tiles were icy under his own knuckles as his knees hit the floor.
Behind him, the train thundered into the station in a blur of yellow and white. Doors chimed. Brakes squealed. Sparks spat somewhere down the line.
He stayed where he was, kneeling on the concrete, feeling the rush of air tug at his hair.
Only when the train finally ground to a halt did he realise he’d been holding his breath.
“Sir?” He tried for calm and reassuring, like the TV doctors. “Can you hear me? You’ve had a bit of a fall, that’s all. You’re on the platform at Finsbury Park.”
The old man blinked slowly. His eyes were cloudy, but sharp enough to find the face above him.
“Bloody… millennium,” he managed, on a wheeze. “Should’ve stayed in with the telly.”
A short laugh escaped. “Honestly? Best advice I’ve heard all week.”
A voice nearby said, “I’ve got some water. Do you think he can take any?”
He looked up.
A woman had crouched down beside them. Red wool coat, big buttons, dark curls escaping from under a bobble hat. She held out a small bottle.
“I don’t know,” he said. “I don’t want him to choke.”
“Alright, just his lips then,” she said. She poured a little water onto her fingers and dabbed it carefully at the man’s mouth. “There you go. You’re alright. Just breathe for us.”
The old man’s eyes flicked towards her, still confused but a fraction calmer.
“Thank you,” the younger man said, only just noticing that his own hands were shaking.
“Couldn’t just stand there,” she said. Up close, her cheeks were pink from the cold, eyes clear and steady. “You’re doing brilliantly. What happened?”
“Got knocked,” he said. “One of those lads. Elbow, gravity, bad timing.”
He gestured at the man on the floor, the scattered oranges, his jacket under a grey head.
A member of station staff skidded to a halt beside them, hi-vis flaring at the edge of his vision.
“What’s going on?” the guard asked, already reaching for the radio.
“Man fell,” the younger one said. “Hit his head, maybe. He’s breathing, talking. Just… rattled.”
The guard crouched, took one look and thumbed the radio. “Control, I’ve got one male, possible head injury, platform three,” he said. “Ambulance to Finsbury Park, please.”
The crowd murmured and shuffled. The lads had vanished, swallowed by bodies and helpful forgetfulness.
The younger man kept his hands steady on the fallen man’s shoulders. He could feel the tremor in the older body, the shallow rise and fall of each breath.
“Good job, mate,” the guard said quietly. “Most people would’ve looked the other way.”
“He basically fell in my lap,” he said. “Would’ve been a bit on the nose to step over him.”
The woman in the red coat snorted. “Imagine,” she said. “Happy New Year, mind your head.”
He gave a shaky smile. “Not really the brand I’m going for.”
Behind them, the train doors slid open. Warm air and music spilled out, along with what looked like half of north London in party mode.
He looked up.
And saw her.
Not the woman in the red coat—someone else. In the doorway of the third carriage, one hand on the rail, the other wrapped around a small diary and pen. Dark hair twisted into a loose knot that was already giving up. Cardigan over a neat dress. Sensible shoes.
She didn’t match the glitter and shouting around her. She looked like someone with a list folded in her bag: train times, addresses, contingency plans.
Her gaze drifted over the platform: the cluster of people, the oranges, the man on the ground. Then it found him.
Something jolted in his chest.
That odd, double-exposed feeling: stranger and familiar at once. Office, maybe? Some old temp job? A lecture hall? Or nowhere at all and his brain just desperate for something to be meaningful.
He frowned slightly, trying to place her, getting nothing.
“Ambulance is on its way,” the guard said. “Three minutes, they reckon. He still responding?”
“Yeah,” he said quickly, eyes dropping back to the tiles. “Yeah, he’s with us.”
The old man blinked again, as if to prove the point.
“You’ve… done enough,” the man wheezed. “No need to fuss.”
“Too late,” the younger man said. “I’ve committed to the fussing now.”
The woman in the red coat smiled, still dabbing water on his lips. “He’s bossy,” she told the old man. “You picked the right person to collapse in front of.”
Somewhere above, a siren wailed, growing louder.
The train doors beeped their warning. That high-pitched, nagging tune every Londoner knew.
His train.
He could feel the pull of it: mates at the pub, countdown on the telly, vague hope of a midnight kiss that wouldn’t be humiliating. All the tiny, ordinary things he’d been heading towards.
“Mate, if you’re getting on, you’ll need to go now,” the guard said, jerking his chin at the open doors.
He looked up again.
The woman with the diary was still in the doorway, one foot on the train, one foot on the world. The crowd jostled around her, but she stayed put. Her brow had furrowed; the diary was clutched a little tighter.
She was watching him. Not the drama. Him.
Their eyes met and held for one breath.
He had just enough time. He could pick up his rucksack, mutter an apology, and step onto the train. Stand just inside the doors and call back that help was coming. Be the decent person and still make it to his pint.
He didn’t move.
His knees were on cold tile. His hand was under a stranger’s head. The idea of stepping over him to save seven minutes made something twist hard in his stomach.
He didn’t want to be that person. Even if nobody else knew, he would.
The woman in the carriage tilted her head, the smallest movement, like she understood there was a decision being made.
The doors beeped again. The guard swore softly.
“We can’t hold it much longer,” he said into the radio. “Ambulance close?”
“Two minutes,” crackled back.
Two minutes.
You’re late, he told himself. Congratulations on your brand consistency.
He swallowed.
“Let it go,” he said. “We’re alright. I’ll stay with him.”
The guard hesitated, then nodded. “Train clear to depart,” he said into the radio. “Passenger stable, member of public remaining with him.”
The doors slid shut.
The woman in the doorway watched him until the last slice of glass disappeared. Just before the train moved, her expression softened, something warm passing between them he felt all the way down his spine.
Then the carriage lurched forward and carried her into the tunnel, her reflection stretching and breaking on the windows until the lights vanished.
He watched until there was only darkness and the fading rumble.
“Brave,” the woman in the red coat said quietly. “Letting your train go.”
He let out a breath. “Didn’t really fancy starting the future by stepping over someone to get to it.”
“That should be on a poster,” she said. “‘Don’t Step Over People To Get Where You’re Going.’”
“With a picture of a sunset,” he said. “Or this place. Very motivational.”
The siren was loud now. A minute later, paramedics in green appeared at the far end of the platform, bags swinging.
The woman in the red coat sat back on her heels. “There we go,” she murmured. “Proper grown-ups.”
He shuffled aside as the paramedics knelt where he’d been, unpacking cuffs and masks and clipboards.
“What happened?” one of them asked, already checking the man’s pulse.
“Got knocked,” he said. “Fell, hit the floor. He’s been talking. Breathing like that the whole time.”
“Right,” the paramedic said. “You did well keeping him still.”
He shrugged, although something in his chest loosened a notch. “Didn’t seem like a great night to start improvising.”
She gave him a quick half-smile. “He’s lucky you were nearby.”
The woman in the red coat stayed until one of the paramedics gently nudged her back. “We’ve got him now,” he said. “Thanks for the water.”
She capped the bottle and slipped it into her pocket. “I should get out of the way,” she said, standing. “You okay?”
“Bit jelly-legged,” he admitted. “And I think my jacket’s going to need counselling.”
“Worth it though,” she said.
He looked at the man, now wired to a small forest of tubes and bleeping things, and nodded. “Yeah. Worth it.”
“Happy New Year,” she added, almost apologetic.
“You too.”
Then she was gone, swallowed back into the station.
By the time they had the older man on a stretcher, the platform had emptied and refilled twice. New faces, new stories, same cold floor. Another northbound train came and went. He didn’t even glance at it.
When they finally began wheeling the stretcher towards the ramp, he forced his knees to unbend and stood.
“You going to be alright?” he asked, because people always asked that, even when they couldn’t possibly know.
The man’s hand emerged from under the blanket, fingers curling around his for one surprisingly strong squeeze.
“You’ve… done your bit,” he rasped through the mask. “Go and… see in your century.”
“Running a bit behind schedule,” he said. “But I’ll give it a go.”
The man’s eyes crinkled faintly. Then the paramedics pushed him up the ramp and out of sight.
For a moment the platform felt weirdly quiet. His knees hurt, his hands were tingling, his jacket was definitely not improved by recent events.
He checked his watch.
Twenty-two forty-two.
Over half an hour since the train he’d meant to catch.
The tannoy announced another northbound service. This time, when the headlights appeared, he picked up his rucksack, shrugged into his jacket and stepped towards the edge.
The train sighed to a stop. Doors slid open. He hesitated only long enough to make sure no one else was about to keel over in front of him, then stepped on.
As the carriage pulled away, he found a space near the doors and leaned back against the cool glass. The station slid past: tiles, posters, a glimpse of the wobbly bench. Then tunnel, briefly reflected faces, his own pale one among them.
He saw, very clearly, the woman with the diary in his mind: one foot in, one foot out, lips pressed together like she wanted to say something but didn’t.
You’ll never see her again, he told himself. Random person on a random train.
Still, the thought sat oddly. Like closing a book halfway through the first page.
He shook his head as the train rattled on, trying to reassemble the evening in his mind: pub, friends, sticky carpet, warm lager. He could already hear the jokes.
You’re late. Obviously.Did you get distracted buying crisps?New millennium, same old you.
He half-smiled at the floor and felt his heart rate finally start to come down.
By the time he climbed the stairs out of the station near the pub, the night air felt different. Sharper. Fireworks already crackled somewhere overhead, painting brief, messy colours on the low clouds.
The pub was rammed. Condensation fogged the windows, and he could hear the roar of it from halfway down the street.
Inside, heat hit him like a wall. People crammed shoulder to shoulder, shouting over bad music. Streamers drooped from the ceiling. The TV in the corner showed some glossy London event, the sound drowned out by the noise in here.
He wedged his way through elbows and coats until he reached the table where his friends had colonised a corner. They were mid-argument about which song should be playing at midnight and had already built a small city of empty pint glasses.
“There he is!” one of them yelled. “Thought the millennium had started without you.”
“Late to the end of the world,” another said. “Classic.”
“Yeah, yeah.” He tugged off his scarf, suddenly aware of the smear on his jacket and the grit on his knees. “You’re welcome, by the way.”
“For what?”
“For saving an old man and, by extension, the NHS several forms,” he said. “I missed a train for you lot.”
They laughed, assuming he was exaggerating. Someone shoved a pint into his hand. Someone else slung an arm round his shoulders and steered him toward the bar.
“Go on then,” his mate said. “Tell us. And if this story doesn’t end with you snogging someone, I’m going to be very disappointed.”
He opened his mouth, ready to turn the whole thing into something lighter, funnier, easier to tell.
“Fell over,” he began. “Right in front of me. Nearly killed him with my punctuality.”
They howled. The TV in the corner flashed up a countdown clock. Fifteen minutes to midnight. Somewhere in the crush of bodies, someone started a cheer too early and nobody minded.
As they drew him into the noise and heat and bad music, he let himself be pulled along, pint in hand, tried to slot back into the night he’d planned. It mostly worked.
But every now and then, as the minutes dragged them closer to the new year, an image floated up behind his eyes: a tiled platform, a hand gripping his, a woman in a red coat with a bottle of water, another woman in a train doorway with a diary clutched to her chest.
He was late. Obviously.
And yet, as the crowd started to count down—ten, nine, eight—he had the odd, quiet feeling that somewhere inside this slightly chaotic life of his, he’d arrived exactly when he was supposed to.






  
  Chapter one
Same Kettle, New Year
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Monday 6 January 2025 
The kettle started him.
It always did—one small click, then the low grumble as it woke. Daniel stood barefoot on cold lino and watched steam climb into the under-cupboard light. January pressed against the window like it was waiting for permission to become morning.
The flat made its own noises: next-door’s radio leaking the shipping forecast, a bus sighing outside. In here there was the quiet inventory of one—one mug, one bowl on the rack, one coat on the hook. Like the place had taken attendance and found only him.
He made tea, toast, and a quick decision not to sit down. Standing was easier. Standing meant you were temporarily between things, not in them.
His phone lit.
Rach: Remember, lunch today. Don’t bail. x
He sent a thumbs-up, then added the smallest joke that counted as presence.
Dan: I never bail. I merely… reschedule existence.
Rach: You ghost your own life, mate. 12:30. Don’t. x
He huffed a laugh to the empty kitchen. “Tea first,” he muttered. “Then life.”
He showered, shaved, wrestled his face into something office-appropriate, and left before the silence could ask anything of him.
Outside, the bus was late enough to irritate, not late enough to justify a complaint. London queued in damp patience. People’s conversations drifted around him—arguments about colours, reminders, small domestic crises.
He liked this part, in theory. The soft shuffle of everyone being temporarily together. It was what came after—what you did with your day, your nights, your years—that he sometimes found harder.
Upstairs, front left, he watched streets flicker by: launderettes, corner shops, terraced windows glowing identical yellow. A billboard promised it wasn’t too late to reboot your life in 2025.
Daniel snorted. “New year,” he murmured. “Same kettle.”
His thumb hovered over the app store without him quite meaning it to. The dating apps weren’t on his phone—that had been a tidy little flourish of self-respect the last time one asked what he was looking for and he’d stared until the screen dimmed. But they still existed somewhere, waiting.
Tonight, maybe, he told himself. When I’m less… Monday.
The bus lurched over a pothole. His thumb found the scar on his knuckle—an old anchor, a small habit that said don’t drift too far inside your head.
By the time he reached work, he’d already made three tiny, careful decisions not to feel too much.
The office lived in a converted warehouse that wanted badly to be “creative” about being an office—exposed brick, heroic plants, cable spaghetti. Daniel scanned his pass, nodded at Callum on reception, and took the stairs out of sheer stubbornness.
Operations hummed. Monitors. Post-its. The quiet panic of small things going wrong, disguised as politeness.
He woke his computer and met the overnight email stack like a man who knew where every lever was.
ROTAS Q1URGENT – supplier issueTiny favour?Fwd: Fwd: Just checking in :)
This was where he was best: in other people’s mess, making it make sense. He opened the calendar—meetings like stepping stones through the day, including lunch with Rachel at 12:30—and started solving.
Within an hour he’d unjammed the printer (paper, not demon), soothed a supplier, rebuilt a rota so no one’s week looked like a cry for help. It was satisfying, in a quiet way. Competence was a kind of warmth.
It was also a kind of hiding place.
“Daniel?” Maya from HR appeared at his partition, immaculate as ever. “Do you have a second?”
“For you? Always. For anyone else, there’s a form.”
She smiled and handed him a highlighted sheet. “Front-desk rota. I’ve marked the bits that will definitely cause a strike.”
He scanned it, pen already moving—arrows, swaps, one fix triggering the next. The work came easily. People rarely saw him hesitate when there was a problem to solve.
“Leave it with me,” he said. “I’ll send a revised version this afternoon. No mutiny.”
“Thank you,” Maya said, and she meant it. Then, gently: “You’re still coming to the belated Christmas thing next week, yes? We’ve already ordered your lime and soda.”
His reflex answer—we’ll see—rose automatically.
Then Rachel’s text flicked through his head: You ghost your own life.
“Yeah,” he heard himself say. “I’ll be there.”
Maya’s eyebrows lifted, pleased. “Look at you. New year, new social life.”
“Let’s not over-promise,” he said, and smiled because smiling was safer than admitting the truth:
Everything worked.It just didn’t… land.
He stared at his inbox for a beat longer than necessary, feeling the familiar itch under the surface—the one that didn’t have a subject line.
What’s missing? he thought.Not the kettle. Not the job. Not the routines that kept the days from falling apart.
Something else.
Something he kept neatly stepping around.
By ten, he’d unjammed the printer (paper, not demon, always a relief), soothed a supplier who’d sent the wrong item to the right place, and rewritten the rota so no one’s shift pattern looked like a cry for help.
At ten past, Saira appeared at his desk, leaning on the partition.
“Hero of Operations,” she said. “Have you fixed my mess yet?”
Saira Malik from Marketing had the sort of sharp, amused face that always looked like it was three seconds ahead of you. She held a takeaway coffee and a folder stuffed with printouts.
“I’m still investigating who did this to you,” he replied. “What have they done?”
“Double-booked Rob for the client visit and the webinar, which, last time I checked, we hadn’t cracked cloning. Also, someone’s moved my budget line. Also, it’s Monday.”
“Terrible,” he said. “Criminal, even.”
He slid the revised rota across. “Rob’s now on the client visit, Jess is covering the webinar, and I’ve found you two floating hours on Thursday nobody was owning up to.”
She blinked. “How do you do that?”
“Dark magic. And colour-coding.”
“Remind me to leave you something in my will,” she said. Then, lighter: “You coming out on Friday? Post-webinar drinks?”
“Apparently I am,” he said. “HR has spoken.”
“Oh, the big guns.” She grinned. “Good. I want to see you outside the building, just to prove you don’t power down in the stationery cupboard.”
He made a face. “I’m solar-powered, actually. I just have a very limited range.”
When she’d gone, the office settled back into its usual soft clatter. Keyboard noise. Someone laughing too loudly at a meme. The hum of the air conditioning pretending it was summer.
Daniel checked the time, answered three more emails, then let his eyes drift to the small framed photo on his desk. Rachel, arms flung round his neck, both of them mid-laugh at some family party. He’d brought it in on a day when the flat had felt particularly echoey and hadn’t taken it back since.
His life, he thought, worked. The job, the rent, the boiler that only sulked occasionally. Nothing on fire. Nothing dramatic. Just… quiet. Orbit. The same path, day after day.
It wasn’t a bad orbit. He just wasn’t entirely sure he’d chosen it.
He met Rachel in a café three streets away, the kind with steamed-up windows and a blackboard that changed its mind about soup every twenty minutes.
She was already there, naturally, two coffees on the table and a half-eaten slice of carrot cake she was clearly going to pretend she’d ordered “for sharing”. Denim jacket, hair in a messy bun, badges all down one sleeve. Big sister in her forties, running on caffeine and lists.
“You’re on time,” she said, as he shrugged off his coat. “I’ve written it in my diary and everything.”
“I’m occasionally reliable,” he said. “Don’t spread it around. People will start expecting things.”
She pushed a coffee toward him. “Flat white. Extra shot. Because you, my friend, sounded like a man in need of a nudge from beyond the grave.”
“I said I was fine.”
“You texted ‘All good x’, which is what you send when you’re having an existential crisis in the pasta aisle.”
He laughed, because she wasn’t entirely wrong. “You’re very dramatic for someone whose idea of a wild night is two episodes of Bake Off back-to-back.”
“Don’t distract,” she said. “How’s your Monday?”
“Sticky printer, wobbly rota, supplier who thought ‘urgent’ meant ‘sometime before the heat death of the universe’. You?”
“Year 9 parents’ evening. I’m still recovering.” She shuddered. “But we’re not here to talk about my thrilling life. We’re here to talk about yours.”
“There’s really not much to report,” he said. “Work is work. Flat is flat. Kettle continues to perform at a high standard.”
“Great. And apart from the kettle?”
He sipped his coffee to buy time. The foam left a moustache on his top lip; she reached across with a napkin and dabbed it away like he was still eight.
“Rude,” he said.
“Honest,” she said. “Come on, Dan. It’s a new year. You hate New Year’s because you say it’s arbitrary, but you secretly love a clean notebook. Where are you at? Really?”
He took a breath. The café hummed around them—cutlery, milk frother, someone’s toddler narrating the contents of their pram.
“Honestly?” he said.
“Let’s be reckless,” she said. “Honestly.”
“My life… works,” he said slowly. “I’ve got a job where no one’s trying to actively kill me. A roof. Warm socks. No immediate disasters. I know exactly where my mug is at any given moment. Which is more than most people can say.”
“But?” she said, gently.
He picked a crumb from the shared cake and rolled it between his fingers.
“But I do occasionally wonder if this is it,” he said. “If I’ve just… drifted into a pattern and now I’m too well-behaved to get out of it.”
Rachel nodded slowly, like she’d been waiting for him to say it out loud.
“Right,” she said. “Listen. You keep waiting for one big door to appear—the cinematic moment, the sign, the perfect time. That’s not how it works.”
Daniel gave her a look. “Oh good. A lecture with cake.”
“A lecture with structure,” she said. “It’s a process, Dan. Three small doors. Not one dramatic one. Three decisions you make on purpose—so you can’t wriggle out of it with ‘I’ll do it when…’”
He tried to scoff, but it came out thin. “And what are these doors, exactly?”
Rachel tapped her spoon against her mug, counting without looking at her fingers. “One: you show up when you say you will. Two: you ask for what you want instead of hinting at it. Three: you say yes to something that scares you a bit—just enough to prove you’re still in your own life.”
Daniel stared at her. The worst part was how reasonable it sounded.
“And if I do all three,” he said, “a soulmate falls out of the ceiling on the Northern Line?”
“No,” she said. “But you stop living like you’re waiting in a queue that never moves.”
Her face softened. “You’re kind and reliable and very good at tea. That’s a solid baseline. I just… I don’t want you to wake up at sixty-five and realise your main relationship was with a boiler.”
“The boiler and I have a deep, meaningful connection,” he said. “Don’t be jealous.”
She ignored that. “When was the last time you went on an actual date?”
He made a face. “Define ‘actual’.”
“Someone you fancied, not a networking event with biscuits.”
He thought about it. There’d been Gemma at the gym, six months ago, the almost-thing that never quite… He pushed that thought away; it felt too sharp for a Monday lunchtime.
“A while,” he admitted. “The apps give me hives. And it’s not like fabulous single people fall out of the ceiling on the Northern Line.”
Rachel stirred her coffee with more force than necessary. “You deserve more than a rota and a working kettle, Dan,” she said, softer now. “You know that, right?”
He felt something inside him flinch, like she’d poked a bruise.
“I know,” he said. “Intellectually. Emotionally, I… I’m very good at making excuses. Work’s busy. I’m tired. I’ll try when… whatever. It’s easier to not risk it and then be annoyed with myself in the supermarket, apparently.”
“You do realise that’s still a choice,” she said. “Not choosing is a choice. It’s just a rubbish one.”
He gave her a look. “Did you learn that on a podcast?”
“Maybe,” she said. “Shut up. It’s true, though. You keep waiting for some massive cinematic sign that it’s The Right Time, but life mostly just looks like Tuesday.”
“Deep,” he said. “Maybe you should get a podcast.”
“I’ve got teenagers,” she said. “Same thing, more swearing.”
He smiled, then. “How are the chaos gremlins?”
“Late, messy, emotionally complex,” she said, fondness threaded through every word. “Speaking of which—do you mind walking me to the school? I need to drop something at reception and I don’t trust myself not to lose it between here and there.”
“You need a responsible adult,” he said. “I see.”
“Exactly,” she said, popping the last bit of cake in her mouth. “Come on. I’ll walk off the icing.”
The walk to the school took them through residential streets where wheelie bins loitered on pavements and small front gardens tried their best against January.
Rachel talked in bursts—timetable clashes, WhatsApp groups, her latest campaign to get parents to actually read the emails the school sent.
“Honestly,” she said, “I send one colour-coded reminder and suddenly I’m ‘intense’.”
“You made a Gantt chart for World Book Day,” he said.
“It needed a critical path,” she said. “There were costumes at stake.”
They joined the flow towards the school gates: parents clustering in little knots, kids weaving between them, scooters abandoned at heroic angles.
Rachel nodded toward the office. “Back in a sec. Don’t get recruited for PTA, they can smell weakness.”
He stood by the railings, hands in his coat pockets, watching the familiar chaos. Children spilling out of the doors, bags too big for their backs. A small boy ran past dressed as a dinosaur, despite it not being anywhere near World Book Day, and Daniel felt that odd mix of longing and terror again—some deep part of him sure he’d be good at this, another part convinced he’d lose a child in the five minutes between the gate and the car.
He stepped sideways to let a pram through and nearly collided with its handle.
“Sorry—”
“No, you’re fine—”
The other apology overlapped his. The voice went through him like a song he hadn’t heard in years.
He looked up.
Jenny.
For half a second his brain refused to line her up with the memory. The last time he’d seen her, the air between them had been thick with things you couldn’t take back. Now she was here in a practical parka, hair pulled back in a knot, a thread of grey at her temples that hadn’t been there before. Same eyes, though. Same way of standing like she was braced for impact.
“Hi,” he said. It came out thinner than he’d meant. “Wow. Hi.”
She gave a small, careful smile. Polite. Not unfriendly. Not the old, easy grin, either.
“Hi,” she said. “Sorry, I nearly ran you over.”
“All part of the service,” he said. “I like to start the year with minor injuries.”
She huffed a little laugh at that, almost in spite of herself. Then her gaze flicked past his shoulder, checking for escape routes, and he remembered, with a small, cold jolt, that she didn’t owe him discomfort on top of everything else.
There was a toddler in the buggy. Little fox hat, legs stuck out at bossy angles. The child blinked up at him, unimpressed.
“He’s fine,” Jenny murmured to the toddler, rubbing his knee. “We didn’t hit him.”
Daniel’s mouth defaulted to jokes because that was what it did when his chest was tight.
“Strong hat,” he said. “Very… woodland management.”
The toddler blinked again. No one was dazzled by his material.
Before the silence could stretch too far, another voice joined them from just behind Jenny. Tired, brisk, already halfway through a sentence.
“Mum, reception said we’re supposed to—”
The woman stopped when she saw him. Late twenties, maybe thirty. Big scarf, hair scooped into a messy bun, same brown eyes as Jenny but set in a different, newer face.
Poppy.
He’d seen photos. The social media posts he wasn’t really meant to scroll through. First days of school, gap-toothed smiles, a grainy graduation shot. In his head she existed as snapshots—from a distance, under glass.
In person, she knocked the breath slightly sideways in his chest.
For one flicker of a second, his memory threw up an old image: a much smaller girl in mismatched pyjamas, standing in a kitchen doorway, clutching a toy, looking at him with the kind of trust he hadn’t felt equipped to deserve. Then the scene fell away again; that had been another life, and not for very long. They’d ended things properly before she was old enough to have anything more than a vague sense of him as “that man who used to be around when Mummy was tired and cross.”
“Daniel,” Jenny said quietly. “This is Poppy.”
As if he didn’t know. As if he hadn’t kept half an eye on her life from just far enough away to hurt.
Poppy shifted the toddler on her hip, adjusting his weight without taking her eyes off Daniel. There was no hostility in her expression. No warmth either. Just a sort of wary politeness, like he was a neighbour she’d been told not to give a spare key to.
“Hi,” she said.
“Hi,” he replied. “Nice to… meet you properly.”
Her mouth twitched like she wasn’t sure what to do with that. “Yeah. You too.”
Silence rubbed at the edges of them. Somewhere nearby, a teacher barked names across the playground.
“Wow, this is… surreal,” Jenny said, filling the air. “School gates. Again.”
“You always said you were going to retire on a beach,” he said before he could stop himself. “Not… this.”
Her eyes flashed, just for a heartbeat—some mix of shared memory and the old, sharp anger at all the ways they’d failed each other. Then she smoothed it away.
“Yeah, well,” she said. “Life. Turns out beaches are expensive.”
Poppy shifted her grip on the buggy handle. “Reception are doing some talk about snack policies,” she said, more to her mum than to him. “I don’t want to miss the bit where they tell us we’re poisoning them with raisins.”
Jenny nodded, that tiny pinch appearing between her eyebrows that he remembered from all the times she’d been two minutes away from being late for everything.
“Right, yeah,” she said. “We should—”
Rachel arrived at his elbow like the universe had been listening and decided to send him a human buffer.
“Sorry,” she puffed. “Reception lady found a new audience for her signing-in system monologue—oh.” Her face brightened. “Blimey. Hello, stranger.”
“Hi, Rach,” Jenny said, relief flickering in her shoulders. “Long time.”
They hugged, brief but real. Over Jenny’s shoulder, Poppy gave Rachel a small nod and a quick smile, like she’d met her once or twice and filed her under “Mum’s Past People: Safe”.
Rachel stepped back. “Look at us,” she said. “The class of ‘whatever year that was’ at the gates again. Terrifying.”
“Don’t say ‘class of’,” Jenny groaned. “Makes me feel like I should be revising.”
The three women slipped into an easy, slightly chaotic catch-up about work, the area, who’d moved away. Daniel hovered at the edge, throwing in the odd line when there was a corner he could occupy.
Poppy mostly listened. When her gaze did land on him, it was quick, assessing. He found himself straightening his shoulders, as if some part of him still wanted to pass a test he hadn’t known he was sitting.
“So you live round here, then?” she asked him suddenly, when there was a lull.
“Yeah,” he said. “Couple of roads over.”
“And you… work in London?” she added, as if feeling obliged to keep the conversation alive.
“Yeah. Operations stuff. Office. Spreadsheets. Very glamorous.”
She gave a polite huff of laughter. “Mum said you were… organised,” she said.
Jenny coughed into her sleeve, eyes on the buggy.
Organised. That was a kind edit of whatever story she’d told.
“Well,” he said. “Some things improved with age.”
“Unlike my back,” Jenny muttered.
Another teacher called across to them; something about forms and hall doors.
“That’s us,” Poppy said, nudging the buggy. “We should go, before they replace us with more compliant parents.”
“Wouldn’t dream of it,” Rachel said.
Jenny looked at him properly then. The bustle around them blurred for a moment. He could see the question in her eyes, and the answer they both already knew: this was not the time. Not with a toddler, a parents’ meeting, a playground full of people and a whole history between them that did not belong in the open air.
“It was… good to see you,” she said at last, and he could hear the care she’d taken, choosing “good” instead of anything else.
“You too,” he said. “Really.”
“Yeah,” Poppy said, half-turning the buggy. “Nice to meet you, Daniel.”
It still landed like a small punch, hearing his name from her mouth. Not angry. Not affectionate. Just factual.
“You too,” he said again, uselessly.
They moved off, folded into the tide of parents and fox hats and clipboards. Jenny glanced back once, her expression unreadable from this distance. Then she was gone.
Rachel let out a breath. “Well,” she said. “That was… not on the itinerary.”
“Mm,” he said.
“You okay?”
“Fine,” he said automatically. Then, because she was still looking: “That was… weird.”
“How weird, on a scale of one to ‘full panic attack in the stationery aisle’?” she asked.
He thought about it. “Somewhere around… ‘bumped into your old teacher while buying toilet paper’.”
“Ouch,” she said. “So, fairly weird.”
He shoved his hands deeper into his coat pockets. “It’s just… seeing them like that. Poppy grown up. A whole extra small person. It’s… a lot.”
Rachel’s voice softened. “Last time you saw Jenny, you were both saying things you didn’t mean,” she said. “Or did mean, but wish you didn’t. That kind of thing doesn’t just evaporate.”
He winced. “I really don’t need the highlight reel, thanks.”
“Point is,” she said, “you stood there. You were polite. You didn’t bolt or make any jokes about foxes that got you arrested. That’s something.”
“I did make one joke about foxes,” he said. “Max was unimpressed.”
“Max is a baby, his critical faculties are limited,” she said. “Give him time.”
He let out a breath he hadn’t realised he’d been holding. “Feels like… they’ve built this whole life. Jenny and Poppy and Fox Hat. And I’m just… some bloke she once knew who nearly got run over by a buggy.”
Rachel bumped her shoulder against his. “You don’t know what you are to other people,” she said. “You only get your side. That’s annoying but true.”
“Very wise,” he said. “Did you get that off a tea towel?”
She smiled. “Podcast, actually. But it should be a tea towel.”
By the time he got home, the sky was dark enough that the streetlights had given up pretending it was optional. He climbed the stairs, keys between his fingers out of habit, and stepped into the flat.
It greeted him with its usual quiet. Coat on the hook. Shoes by the door. The faint smell of this morning’s toast.
He flicked the hall light on and went straight to the kitchen. Kettle. Mug. The gospel according to him.
While the water boiled, he opened the cupboard and took stock. Pasta. Tinned tomatoes. A packet of something in the freezer that might once have been curry, labelled in his own handwriting: EAT ME BEFORE I DEVELOP SENTIENCE.
He opted for an omelette. Eggs, cheese, the last of the mushrooms looking at him in a way that suggested this was their final chance. He chopped, whisked, poured, the familiar small movements soothing his jangling head.
Tea. Omelette. A fork straight from the drawer. He ate at the table this time, which felt faintly ceremonial.
The quiet pressed in around him. He could hear the faint thud of next-door’s TV through the wall, the occasional siren in the distance, but in here it was just him and the scrape of fork on plate.
He thought about the last time he and Jenny had been in the same room before today. The shouting. The silence afterwards that had felt somehow louder. Walking out with a bag that didn’t hold even half of what they’d broken.
He thought about Poppy at the gate, eyes cool and curious, speaking to him like you’d speak to someone you’d heard of but never quite trusted the reviews on. About the fox hat bobbing away into the crowd.
His gaze drifted to the small pile of post on the end of the table. One brown envelope from the council. One pizza leaflet. One glossy flyer for a gym he already belonged to and rarely visited. Underneath them all, half-buried, his old notebook.
He pulled it out.
A cheap, spiral-bound thing with a dog-eared cover. Inside, his handwriting in neat block capitals. Scattered lines from over the years. Little attempts at “truths” he might want to live by.
Some pages had only one sentence.
Don’t make promises for Future You just because Present You wants to look good.
Kindness isn’t the same as saying yes.
Remember people’s tea orders.
He flicked through them, half-wincing, half-fond. There were long gaps where he’d clearly forgotten the notebook existed. Whole sections devoted to work: rotas, project timelines, doodled flowcharts.
On one page, near the back, in smaller writing, he’d written:
I would like my life to feel chosen.
He stared at it for a long time.
The kettle clicked off. He poured another tea on autopilot, his mind still snagged on that line.
Chosen.
He picked up his phone, thumb hovering over the app store. Dating. Social. All those bright icons promising connection.
He thought about the billboard on the bus. Reboot your life. About Jenny’s careful smile. Poppy’s “Nice to meet you, Daniel,” said like she was reading a label. The whole little constellation of their family weaving away from him through the school crowd.
He thought about Rachel, waving carrot cake at him like an accusation. You ghost your own life, mate.
His thumb hovered over one of the dating apps he recognised. The little cloud icon waited, smugly.
He didn’t tap it.
Instead he locked the phone and set it face-down on the table.
“Classic,” he told himself. “Big talk, no follow-through.”
He knew, if he was honest, that it wasn’t really about the apps. It was what they represented: the possibility of being seen and then not chosen. Of stepping out of his quiet orbit and finding out the rest of the universe wasn’t that interested.
He drained his tea, rinsed the mug, wiped the worktop in small, unnecessary circles until it squeaked.
The flat was tidy. The day was done. On paper, he’d done everything right. Got up. Went to work. Fixed things. Saw his sister. Encountered his complicated past without spontaneously combusting. Cooked food that had had mushrooms in it, which was practically a salad.
His life worked. It just didn’t quite fit. Like a shirt you could do up but had to keep tugging at.
Later, in bed, he lay on his back and listened to the building hum around him. He thought of Jenny’s guarded expression. Of Poppy’s careful politeness. Of Rachel’s line: You ghost your own life, mate.
Of his own line, scribbled in a notebook years ago: I would like my life to feel chosen.
“Me too,” he whispered into the dark, surprising himself.
The room didn’t answer. It just held him, steady and unremarkable, until his breathing slowed and the day finally let go.
He closed his eyes, in his small, quiet orbit, and let sleep take him.






  
  Chapter two
The Bench and the Offer
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Saturday, January 2025 
Daniel woke to the sound of nothing in particular.
No alarm, no bin lorry, no neighbour’s radio leaking through the wall. Just the faint tick of the pipes and a rectangle of London-grey light working its way round the edge of the blind.
For a moment he lay still and tried to guess the day by feel. Weekday mornings had a specific tightness—a mental list scrolling before his eyes before he’d even sat up. This felt wider. Airier. Slightly terrifying.
Saturday.
He stared at the ceiling.
“Right,” he told it. “Big plans: not be late for… nothing.”
His back made a small, opinionated noise when he rolled out of bed. Fifty-four, he reminded himself, slinging on the cotton tee and joggers that lived over the chair. Not old, exactly, but past the age where you could get away with calling it “a bit stiff” instead of “my lower back.”
In the kitchen, the kettle sat where he’d left it, handle angled towards him like a polite handshake. He filled it, pressed the switch, and watched the element blush red.
This was the trouble with an empty Saturday. There was nothing wrong with it. In theory, he liked them: no commute, no emails, no rota crises. Just time. But without something hanging off it—a lunch with Rachel, a match, a vague plan to “go somewhere” that he’d then cancel—it could feel like being locked in a room with himself.
The kettle clicked itself towards the boil. He lined up a mug, teabag, splash of milk at the ready. Small, definite tasks so the day had edges.
Phone first, he told himself. Just in case the universe had, overnight, remembered he existed.
One group chat ping from work (memes about printer toner, nothing that required his soul), a supermarket discount, two junk texts, and a notification from a news app he’d never meant to download.
No missed calls. No messages that began with “Hey stranger”.
He made tea. Strong. Teabag in until it looked like something you could stand a spoon in. He carried the mug to the small table by the window, brushed a crumb circle out of the way, and sat.
He should, he thought, make a plan. Sensible grown-ups had plans. He could do a proper tidy—hoover under the bed, confront the ecosystem in the fridge. Do a big shop. Maybe even go to the gym and pretend he still understood what “core work” was.
Instead he drank tea and watched a pigeon strut along the opposite roof like it had a meeting to chair.
By mug number two he’d put a wash on, which felt like a decent contribution to society, and replied to Rachel’s mid-morning check-in (“Plans?” / “Laundry. Don’t be jealous.” / “Wild man.”) By the time he’d hung shirts over the radiator and found a lonely sock that looked like it had been through a war, the flat had started to feel a bit too quiet.
Walking, he decided. That was allowed. Walking didn’t count as Making A Big Thing Of The Day. It was just… movement. You could think while you walked, or not think, or practise thinking about absolutely nothing important.
He dug his trainers out from under the shoe rack, shrugged into his jacket, and checked his pockets by instinct: keys, wallet, phone. No reason to bring the notebook today. Saturdays, in theory, didn’t need “one true sentences”. They were supposed to be the bit in between.
Outside, the air had that early-spring indecision to it—cold if you stood still, almost warm if you kept going. He took the long way to the canal, cutting through the streets behind his block: corner shop, primary school railings, a row of little front gardens doing their best with plastic pots and brave herbs.
Kids’ voices echoed off the brick. Someone shouted about a lost ball. A dad negotiated with a toddler about the ethics of scooters on pavements. Normal, busy, not his problem.
By the time he reached the towpath, the light had found a better idea of itself, brightening from flat grey to something with a bit more interest. The canal was doing its usual impersonation of glass—still on the surface, but with that slow, sneaky movement underneath. Joggers went past, headphones in. A dog trotted along with a tennis ball in its mouth, eyes saying clearly: this is my job and I am nailing it.
Daniel let his shoulders drop half an inch. The canal was good for that. You walked, other people walked, the water did its thing. Nobody expected you to introduce yourself.
Halfway along, where the path widened around a cluster of benches, he saw him.
An older man sat on the middle bench, coat buttoned to the neck despite the mildness, flat cap pulled down. Pigeons arrayed themselves at his feet like a small, hopeful congregation. The man had one hand in his pocket, crumbs appearing from somewhere as if by magic.
Nothing unusual in that. North London was full of pensioners with mysterious crumb supplies. What snagged Daniel’s attention—just for a second—was the way the man was looking at the water. Not staring off into space, not scrolling through a phone, just… attending. Like the canal had said something he was genuinely considering.
Daniel walked past. Because that’s what you did. You clocked people, wrote a one-line character study in your head (“Retired, probably; likes biscuits; has opinions about bins”) and kept going. You didn’t insert yourself.
“Small mercies, big gears,” the man said as Daniel drew level.
The words were tossed out into the air, not quite at anyone in particular, but they landed beside Daniel’s trainers like a dropped coin.
He slowed before his brain could vote on it.
“Sorry?” he said.
The man turned his head. His face was all lines and old sunlight, the kind of weathered you only got by living through actual weather. His eyes were sharp, though. Grey-blue, unblinking, like he’d just caught Daniel doing something mildly amusing.
“Small mercies,” he repeated, tapping one fingertip against his knee. “Big gears. Funny what they do to a day.”
Right. Daniel glanced down at the pigeons, in case this was some sort of niche bird-feeding philosophy he’d accidentally interrupted.
“I… just give them the crusts,” he said. “Not sure I’m up to gears.”
The man’s mouth twitched.
“Sit down a minute,” he said. “You’re making the bench look lopsided.”
There were three benches. Two of them empty, safer, further away.
His feet took him the two extra steps anyway. Traitors.
He sat at the far end, leaving a polite gap. The wood under him was cool. From here he could see the man more clearly: charity-shop coat, trousers a bit too baggy, shoes that had walked a lot of pavements. One hand still in his pocket, thumb moving as if over a coin.
“This is the bit,” the man said mildly, “where you tell yourself not to talk to strange old blokes by canals.”
Daniel huffed a laugh.
“I mean, it is on the list,” he said. “Along with ‘always have clean pants’ and ‘don’t read the comments section’.”
“Reasonable rules.” The man nodded. “Name’s Alf, since we’re breaking them.”
“Daniel,” he heard himself say. “I… live round the corner. Just out for a walk.”
“Mm.” Alf looked him up and down, not in a rude way, more like he was checking the fit of a coat. “You do a lot of that, don’t you. Walking. Round and round. Same stretch.”
“Cheaper than therapy,” Daniel said, then immediately wished he hadn’t. First rule of odd bench encounters: do not accidentally unpack your psyche.
Alf didn’t seem offended.
“Walking’s good,” he said. “Gives the day a spine. Question is what you hang off it.”
Daniel followed his gaze to the water. A moorhen arrowed itself between two boats, leaving a thin V in its wake.
“I’ve got laundry on, if that helps,” he said. “Big day for me.”
“Is it.” Alf sounded faintly amused. “And if you weren’t at the laundrette and the canal, where would you be?”
“Work, probably. Or the supermarket. Or—” He stopped. Because the honest answer, the one that sat just under his tongue, was nowhere. No fixed point. No person waiting for him at a table somewhere, tapping a watch and laughing that he was late.
“Or home,” he finished. “Same as most people.”
Alf made a small considering noise.
“Do you remember being in a hurry?” he asked.
Daniel blinked.
“I was in a hurry this morning. The kettle took at least three years to boil.”
“Not that sort of hurry.” Alf’s eyes were on him again. “The kind where you’re late for something you care about. Running for it. Whole body pointed one way.”
A faint unease
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